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TIPS FOR BUSY READERS
MARILYNN G. WINBORNE, CPA

"Why Bother With Postulates?” By Raymond
J. Chambers, Journal of Accounting Re
search, Spring, 1963. Vol. 1, No. 1, p. 3.
“Why Bother With Postulates?” the lead
article in a new accounting periodical, empha
sizes the need for and places of research in
accounting. This well-structured article sets
forth the arguments for research in clear, con
cise terms without belaboring the obvious. In
his usual manner, Professor Chambers’ choice
of words is a delight second only to the impact
of his message.
Accounting is utilitarian in its evolution and
application. The laboratory for accounting
proofs is practice; each practitioner is limited
however as to number of clients, time per
mitted and types of problems encountered.
The constant changing of circumstances cre
ates new problems, providing the opportunity
to choose new assumptions and avoiding the
need for consistency in those assumptions from
one situation to the next; for what is required
is a practicable and acceptable solution to
one problem at a time. The application of good
intentions and long deliberations in an ad hoc
setting cannot free practice of indeterminacies,
divergencies and inconsistencies.
Recognition of this has fostered demands for
a rigorous and extensive examination of ac
counting. It is the purpose of this study to
throw some light on the important similarities
between a theoretical pursuit and the exigen
cies of professional practice.
An inquiry into the postulates and princi
ples of accounting should not be hampered
by the technical, temporal or institutional limits
which surround the practitioner. Ideally a state
ment of postulates or principles will be suf
ficiently comprehensive to provide the ground
rules for solving problems in all specific situa
tions in which people prepare or use account
ing information.
The inquirer should be free to imagine
forms of accounting which have not been
tried. The only requirements or constraints
should be that the outcome of a line of inquiry
should be reached by logical steps and that
no patently absurd assumptions should be
made.
This method of inquiry selects from the
world of experience and reflects a set of ideas
about things which fall within the field of
inquiry. If the set of rules and prescriptions
is derived logically, reasonably, from the def
initions and postulates, and if the results of
applying those rules is something which is
acknowledged to be useful, the postulates are
confirmed, and the whole system of definitions,
postulates, principles and rules will represent
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both a theory of and a method for producing
the useful result.
In an examination of the propositions pos
tulated by any person, or of the end-result of
argument from postulates, it is important to
keep in mind that the purpose of deriving
general statements is to cover situations in
general. If it is postulated that “all men act
reasonably” it is no criticism to assert that
sometimes men act foolishly or without rea
son. Some men appear to do so, sometimes;
but accounting is not for them at those times.
Generally, then, no criticism of postulates or
principles can be accepted simply because
there are some cases in which they do not
apply. In this respect there may be a difference
between the natural and the social sciences.
One instance may give rise to doubt about a
theory in the natural sciences; but because
the social sciences are concerned with classes
of people rather than individuals, their pos
tulates and conclusions have only to meet the
general test: does this postulate or that con
clusion amply describe or relate to this or that
class of people or this or that group of people?
Practical experience is the means of testing
the usefulness of the deduced result. If dif
ferent classes of users are envisaged, and if
any person may at a given time be simultane
ously a member of several such classes, the
product of a deduced method should be such
that it meets the needs of all classes simul
taneously. It is on the hypothetical part of the
preceding sentence—the “if” clause—that pro
fessional men should be able to pass judg
ment, and, hopefully, uniform judgment.
As an illustration of this method of inquiry,
Professor Chambers sets forth the principle of
neutrality: “the probability of optimal adapta
tion varies directly with the neutrality of ac
counting information.” The definitions and
postulates establish that (1) the needs of users
of accounting vary, (2) satisfaction of the
users’ wants is the goal of accounting, and (3)
the greater the neutrality of accounting, the
greater the utility.
The principle thus established in fact un
derlies a most important idea—the professional
accountant’s independence—an idea which has
often been dogmatically stated, but the reason
for which has never been proved by explicit
argument.
“Why bother with postulates? Because every
deliberate action of reasonable men, and every
piece of advice pre-offered by practitioners, is
save, there is still never enough of it. Today's
communications and transportation have af
fected every area of international business.
(Continued to page 14)

Effective Use of Time (continued)
Never before have we had such opportunities
for expansion into markets whose growth po
tential is so tangible. We have all noticed in
recent years the increase in items found in our
gift shops such as ceramics, knitted wear,
leather goods, transistor radios, cameras, etc.,
from Italy, Japan, West Germany, and other
places. I hope that American products are
equally plentiful in the shops of other
countries. There are new markets to develop,
peoples to educate, standards of living to be
raised, and manifold wants to be served. The
accounting profession must gear its service to
meet the needs of the future. Time is the only
commodity which cannot be increased in this
jet age except by finding better ways to use
it effectively. The accounting profession must
fulfill its responsibility to perform its service
to management by methods that are not only
faster, but more complete, more accurate, and
more concise for reporting data essential to
management.
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gates. A particularly happy occasion was the
Fork Buffet Supper given to us by the Lady
Members’ Group of the Institute of Chartered
Accountants of Scotland. This was a most en
joyable get-together.
It was indeed a pleasure to meet the Scottish
women accountants, and particularly Miss
Vaughan who had given us such an interesting
and entertaining talk, in 1962 in New York,
at one of the luncheons during the Joint An
nual meeting of the Women Accountants.
Because of my knowledge of French, I talked
mostly with the French-women, one of whom
had her own practice and another was Com
missaire aux comptes Près la Cour D’Appel
de Paris—and discussed with them the oppor
tunities open to women in the accountancy
profession in their country. Indeed, in all my
contacts, I invariably enquired about the posi
tion of women in the profession. I was, for
example, pleasantly surprised to learn from
the Professor of Accounting at Madrid Uni
versity that women accountants are fully ac
cepted in Spain (although there are very few
of them) and delighted to see, from the Sym
posium of Studies intitiated by the Spanish
Technical Institute of Acountancy and Admin
istration which he later sent me, that it con
tained an extremely interesting contribution
by a Spanish woman Professor of Accounting
on ‘Current Planning of Sinking Funds’.
In all professional gatherings, I try to do as
much proselyting work as possible and always
emphasise our right to exercise, unhindered by
male prejudice, unfortunately still rampant,
our chosen profession. The only way we have
of getting ourselves better established in what
is still a man’s world of business, is to blow
our trumpet, to make ourselves seen and heard.
* *

*

*

One of the guests at the 1962 joint annual
AWSCPA-ASWA meeting was Miss Pauline
Graham, Certified Accountant of London, Eng
land.
**

*

*

Tips for Busy Readers (continued)
European Congress (continued)
Congress. To establish contact, to communi based on some postulates, and reasonable men
cate and exchange ideas, not only on account always want to be sure of their ground. Be
ancy matters, is, after all, of the essence of cause it is common wisdom to re-examine the
such gatherings. And the opportunities were foundations of one’s practices; practices may
numerous. We had a garden party on the become so overlaid with habitual and conven
grounds of Lauriston Castle given by the Lord tional trappings that their avowed purposes are
Provost, magistrates and councillors of the City no longer well served. Because a man’s postu
of Edinburgh, banquets at which the haggis lates are the substance of his understanding of
was piped in with the traditional ceremony, the world in which he acts; if his postulates
receptions, cocktail parties, balls and many are irrelevant or inconsistent, neither he nor
other social occasions.
his practices merit the esteem of his fellows.
I tried, of course, to establish contact with Because to examine one’s postulates is the sim
the women accountants attending the Con plest and most effective way to discover the
gress. We were 28 in number, coming from possibility and direction of improvements and
Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, The innovations in practice. Because man’s rea
Netherlands and Great Britain—not a large soned judgment is his only protection against
number in relation to the total of 2,000 dele- self-delusion, cant and deceit.”
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